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“... quiet mineralogy by my lake shore” 

Geology and mineralogy, rather than painting or literature, were John 
Ruskin’s earliest and consistent love. His father observed, ‘From boyhood 
he has been an artist, but he has been a geologist from infancy’.

As a child growing up in London, Ruskin played in a small gravelly stream 
in the grounds of his house where he modelled his world in miniature. 
From this attention to small things he built his understanding of the 
world. When he was twelve, to encourage his interest, his father 
purchased a small set of semi-precious minerals from the dealer Daniel 
Crosthwaite of Keswick, Cumberland, for 5 shillings. Fifty years later, 
Ruskin wrote, ‘No subsequent possession had so much influence on my 
life.’ He became a Fellow of the Geological Society in 1840.

By the end of his life, Ruskin had built one of the largest privately owned 
collections of minerals in the world, the legacy of which now populates 
many important mineral collections today. Ruskin’s considerable 
knowledge of minerals was informed by the latest scientific developments. 
But he was also captivated by the symbolic meanings they embodied in  
our culture, and he pursued this in his writings and teaching. In parallel  
to his intellectual knowledge, he developed a personal mythology which 
drew richly on astrology, heraldry, folklore and art.
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“I am proud to think that these drawings of mine, done thirty 
years ago at the foot of the Matter-horn, are entirely right as 
examples of mountain drawing, with absolutely correct outline 
of all that is useful for geological science or landscape art.”

John Ruskin



“… the iris of the eye”
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As one of the earliest artists to portray the geological 
anatomy of landscape, Ruskin argued that drawing offered 
‘a power of notation and description greater in most 
instances than that of words.’ However, he complained 
that his contributions to geology and mineralogy attracted 
little attention, as compared with his writings on art: 
‘though precisely the same faculties of eye and mind are 
concerned in the analysis of natural and pictorial forms.’ 

In Elements of Drawing, the first exercise he sets for readers 
is the drawing of a stone. He argued that a stone was  
‘a mountain in miniature’ and for this reason landscape 
analysis should begin with diligent study and the drawing 
of rocks and stones as the ‘materials of mountains.’
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“… the golden 
  stain of time”
  John Ruskin



Treasures of the Earth  
The Mineral World of John Ruskin
John Ruskin’s mineral collection is now divided across many museums 
and private collections. This exhibition reunites and showcases mineral 
specimens previously owned by Ruskin, alongside Ruskin’s manuscripts, 
letters and drawings. 

‘Treasures of the Earth: The Mineral World of John Ruskin’ is co-curated 
by Howard Hull, Brantwood and Professor Sandra Kemp, The Ruskin – 
Museum & Research Institute, Lancaster University, with assistance from 
Eleanor Evans and Millie Beaty. Our thanks to Roy Starkey for his research 
into Ruskin’s mineral collection. Works from The Ruskin Whitehouse 
Collection underpin much of the research in the exhibition and are 
available for further research on request. The Ruskin Whitehouse Collection 
was purchased by Lancaster University in 2019, with generous support 
from the National Heritage Memorial Fund and others.

With thanks to Sheffield Museums Trust (Collection of the Guild of 
St George), John Rylands Research Institute and Library, University of 
Manchester, the Natural History Museum, London and Somerville College, 
University of Oxford for lending works to the exhibition.



The Regalia

Principal’s Regalia, gifted by John Ruskin, courtesy of the  
Principal and Fellows, Somerville College, University of Oxford

In 1884, Ruskin was invited 
to visit Somerville College, a 
newly formed Ladies College 
at University of Oxford. 
Madeleine Shaw Lefevre was 
its first Principal. Ruskin 
became a supporter and 
benefactor, gifting paintings, 
books and geological 
specimens to the College. 
An opal from Australia 
that he donated was later 
described as containing a 
‘vivacity of scintillant colour, 
unsurpassable by any that 
can ever be found’. Ruskin 
continued corresponding 
with the Principal, and in 
the late 1880s, gifted a case 
of unset stones, including a 
ruby and seven sapphires, 
to the College, which were 
mounted into a piece called 
the Principal’s Regalia.
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As a boy, Ruskin regularly visited the British Museum, comparing the 
minerals there with the descriptions of them in Jameson’s Mineralogy;  
and for a present on his fifteenth birthday he chose Saussure’s Voyages 
dans les Alpes – a book he frequently referenced. 

‘What time I could spare to the subject in later years’ was spent, he 
later explained, in ‘systematizing my knowledge of the forms of Silica.’ In 
connection with both St George’s Museum at Sheffield, and his interest in 
the rearrangement of the minerals in the British Museum, he was keen to 
make of mineralogy, no less than botany, a subject of elementary education.



“… this scepter’d isle”
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From 1882-1884, Ruskin brought his 
knowledge to bear on the forming of 
illustrative collections of siliceous and 
other minerals.

He wanted to demonstrate how a 
national museum of minerals should 
be arranged, and to illustrate some of 
his theories of classification of ‘banded 
and concretionary formations’.
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Treasure 
Bindings
As a young man Ruskin 
visited the home of the 
poet and collector Samuel 
Rogers amongst whose 
prize possessions were 
some jewelled bindings of 
sacred texts. The binding 
of this 12th Century 
manuscript in the Rylands 
Library contains engraved 
precious stones known 
as intaglios. These are 
thought to date to the 
Graeco-Roman period, 
with pre-Christian mythical 
figures and pagan gods 
surrounding an 11th 
Century scene of the 
crucifixion. An openness 
to universal values of 
sacredness represented by 
the treasures of the earth, 
surrounding the teaching 
of the Gospels, was the 
basis of Ruskin’s faith.


